There are six vowel phonemes in Cherokee. The mid central 
vowel is always nasalized; it is represented by v traditionally 
in transliterations of the syllabary, and is still in use today in 
most Roman practical orthographies. 

Table 1: Vowels 





Front 


Central 


Back 


High 


i 




u ... 


Mid 


e 


V 





Low 




a 





Word final vowels are generally deleted in casual speech, 
e.g. utan asgay 'big man'; they tend to be retained at the ends 
of phrases and before pause in consultative and formal speech, 
e.g. utan asgaya; and they are retained on all words of an ut- 
terance only in extremely formal or ceremonial style, e.g. utana 
asgaya. Final vowels are generally retained in writing; profi- 
cient readers automatically delete them in reading aloud when 
it is stylistically appropriate to do so. 

Vowel length in Cherokee is largely predictable, but long 
and short vowels contrast in some environments; compare 
agi:?a 'he/she's picking it up' and agi?a 'he/she is eating it (a 
solid food)'. Note that the orthography employed in this ar- 
ticle is regularized, i.e. phonemic length and pitch are not rep- 
resented unless relevant to the point under discussion, as in 
this instance where vowel length is indicated by a colon fol- 
lowing the long vowel. 

The consonants shown in Table 2 represent distinct pho- 
nemes, with the exception of the voiced stops d and g 9 which 
are non-basic allophones of t and k, respectively. The voiced 
stop allophones are included here because they are important 
orthographically. The practical orthography generally em- 
ployed by literacy projects in Oklahoma represents the voiced 
stops and the unaspirated voiceless ones by d and g, and uses t 
and k for sequences of a voiceless stop plus h 9 which yield 
aspirated t and k phonetically. This orthographic convention is 
generally preferred by Cherokee speakers who are readers of 
English. 

For some speakers, the affricates are usually alveolar rather 
than alveopalatal. For many speakers there is free or stylistic 
variation between the alveopalatal and alveolar allophones. 

Table 2: Consonants 





Voi 


Labial 


Alveolar 


Palatal 


Velar 


Glottal 


Stops 


- 




t 




k 


? 


+ 




d 




g 




Fricatives 




s 






h 


Affricates 


- 






ch 






+ 






J 






Nasals 


m 










Laterals 




1 








Glides 






y 


w 





Phonetically, Cherokee syllables may have low, mid, or high 
pitch, represented by the numerals 2, 3, and 4 respectively. 
There is also a falling pitch from low, a rising pitch from low 
to mid and a falling pitch from mid to low. These gliding pitches 
are represented by 1, 23, and 32, respectively. Before pause, a 
fall from high is always predictable and is indicated by 4. Some 
examples are: 



kafoa^a 4 
ga 3 hPida 4 
ga 23 ga 3 ma 4 
ga 2 do 32 ga 4 



'butterfly, elephant' 
'arrow' 
'cucumber' 
'he/she is standing' 



Some of these pitch phenomena are predictable, but not all. 
Cherokee may be a pitch accent language or a tone language. 
A consensus has not been reached on this point by linguists 
who have studied Cherokee. 
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